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PART I




ONE


FOR MANY YEARS, in what might have been the prime of my life, I lived and worked on the rue des Martyrs. This narrow market street, which begins its climb at the northern edge of the banking and insurance district and ends in the skein of streets that wraps around the Sacré Coeur at the heart of Montmartre, is not on the tourist circuit and has no pretensions to Parisian grandeur. Behind and above its modest shop fronts are forgettable lives. Lives like my own, which I had reduced to a box, a one-room apartment on top of a one-room shop. Though the two were once a unit, at some point and for some reason—to make more space, to rent the shop and studio separately—the connecting stairs had been disconnected and my room could only be reached by an enclosed stairway in the courtyard. It’s not unusual in a city with a long history. Buildings change their function and configuration, and one structure is squeezed in front of, behind, or beside another. It’s just such quirks that have made Paris Paris, a city of endless layers and perspectives, a city of story upon story.


Though my story began in New York, the firstborn son of two Americans, it was moved across the Atlantic with a mother and a brother, minus a father and a sister, when I was eight. There on European soil the story reluctantly remained, until near the end of a resentful adolescence. Unfortunately, the long-awaited return to the United States of America, via a small college, proved a disaster, and back the story came to Paris, where it drifted into young and not so young adulthood. By the time it had settled on the rue des Martyrs, I had hoped that that was where it would end, the unremarkable tale of a not-so-proud bicycle shop owner.


One October morning in 1995, I pulled up the orange security grille to Mélo-Vélo. No matter how carefully I coaxed it, the clang of juddering metal scraped my nerve ends. It seemed such an offensive start to every day, I was thinking, as I walked to the back of the shop and assessed my morning’s work, a bicycle that had spent the last twenty years in a basement. The airless tires were cracked, the handlebars rusty. Cobwebs draped every spoke, and the leather saddle was speckled with mold. The wheels squeaked and wobbled. A complete overhaul was in order, but for Camilla Barchester, the name I had noted on the repair slip, it might prove to be worth the trouble. I turned the bicycle belly up on the repair stand.


The Tibetan chimes jangled while I was contemplating which bit of the wreck to attack first. It was Madame Picquot, the concierge, with the morning post. Though I had long ago made it clear to her that I was not receptive to morning chatter, that I had no interest in the secrets and rumors, the scandals and grievances that scurried through the building and up and down the street, that I wished she’d just drop my post at the bottom of the stairs to the studio, she passed by the shop every morning to deliver my letters in person.


“Voilà, Monsieur Mic-fa,” she croaked. “Registered letter. I saved you a trip to the post office and signed for it. Ca va?”


“Yes, thank you.”


Normally, since I received little of interest, registered or otherwise, I would have been in no hurry to look at my correspondence, but for some reason—perhaps a fundamental lack of interest in the task at hand—I went straight to the counter and looked at my misspelled name: “Monsieur Trévor MACFARQUAHAR.” If my name is systematically shortened when spoken in French, it is lengthened when written, unfailingly adorned by superfluous vowels and unnecessary accents, and forever a reminder of my general square-pegged existence in a round world.


I sighed, ripped open the envelope, unfolded the slim sheet of white paper, and in the few short paragraphs saw my life crumbling before me. The letter, from the insurance company who owned the shop and studio apartment, informed me that when my lease ran out on the shop the following June, it would not be renewed.


How can they take my shop, ruin my plan for living, I wondered as I stumbled outside, almost immune to the cool, clear morning and the beehive domes of the Sacré Coeur, dog-tooth white against the uncompromising blue sky. I walked numbly to my corner café, Le Rendez-Vous des Martyrs, and plopped down at my usual spot in the corner. The morning sun slanted down the side street over small round tables and wooden bistro chairs. The honeyed glow illuminated the interior, almost masking the sticky ochre of yesterday’s nicotine and frites oil that clung to the walls. Almost, in fact, managing to make the place look charming.


Jean-Jacques, the waiter, purposefully wound his way through the tables and chairs toward me, tray propped on his left hand, white sleeves rolled to the elbow. He wiped the table briskly with a wet cloth. “Ca va?”


When I didn’t answer, he poked my shoulder: “Ca va?”


“No,” I said.


“What?” Silence. “Come on, spit it out.”


“I’m being dumped.”


He sighed with a knowing nod.


“By an insurance company.”


“Ha!” He laughed. “That’s a good one.”


“Could I just have my coffee? Please?”


Still chortling, he wound his way back to the bar where the other regulars were gathered. Marcel, the rotund, retired mechanic who stopped here several times a day with his wife’s poodle Caline, was on his first glass of white wine. A group of Polish construction workers who had recently gutted a nearby building, leaving only its façade standing, were silently sipping coffee. And a couple of concierges on their morning rounds were chattering. Like Marcel’s dog, they were looking for crumbs. None of them wanted to miss any neighborhood news, not least my own concierge Madame Picquot, who at that moment tottered in on bowed legs so skinny they looked drawn on her short, round body by a child. Hands in the pockets of her pink housecoat, she listened to Jean-Jacques at the bar before slipping Caline a cube of sugar and teetering out. By evening, the whole street would be au courant.


“What do you mean by an insurance company?” Jean-Jacques asked when he came back with my double espresso.


“I’m being evicted,” I said, licking my cigarette paper. “From my shop.”


He shook his dark head: “I’ve been telling you you’re in the wrong business. Who wants a bicycle? They have no sex appeal. You need to be selling something fashionable. Computers maybe. Think about it. The insurance company could be your biggest customer.” He shook his head and shrugged. “Well, I guess it’s too late now.”


“Thanks, Jean-Jacques.”


“No problem.”


Too late now. Back at the shop, Jean-Jacques’s words clanged through my head as I savagely screwed and unscrewed bits on and off that bike. Though some might consider an eviction notice a mild inconvenience and others even a welcome development—the chance for change—for me that morning, it appeared nothing short of a full-blown catastrophe. A mortal blow to my life in a box, my overall plan for living.


The letter was a niggling reminder of another ugly fact. Mélo-Vélo was not, by any stretch of the imagination, a thriving enterprise. As Jean-Jacques had so promptly pointed out, bicycles were not even popular, much less sexy. If I lost this lease, I would not be able to buy another. I would have to sell out, change the course of my life, and that prospect caused a panic to rise up from my gut and flutter around my heart in a most uncomfortable manner. I didn’t want to change. At thirty-seven, I’d finished with all that.


By noon, both the front and back wheels were trued and tightened and clicking smoothly when I spun them. I had changed the brake pads and inner tubes and tires, removed the rust and crust, and cleaned the leather seat with saddle soap. Except for a dirty little lock hanging on the baggage carrier, the bike looked not gleaming but respectable. I rolled myself a cigarette and waited, but by one, closing time, still no Camilla. Of course not. It was that kind of day, I said to myself as I locked up the shop and headed out the back door, into the courtyard, and up the enclosed staircase that led to my blue door.


The rectangular room, with two shuttered windows giving onto the street, was a contrived study in minimalism. There was a mattress on the floor. Various crates served as book shelves and low tables, though I did have a real table, with one chair, for meals. In the corner was the kitchen area, with a sink and two electric heating plates on top of a small refrigerator, which usually preserved more film than food. In a side niche I had built a rudimentary bathroom and put up some shelves. The wood-planked floor was bare, and the walls were white, with simple molding along the ceiling. My only concessions to pleasure and decoration were a television that sat on a crate and a stretch of cork matting on the wall where the occasional photo was pinned.


While I ate reheated rice left over from the night before, I turned on the TV news, which spent almost the entire half hour on the government’s attempts to reform the social security system and the unions’ resistance to the proposed changes. Since the unions never agreed with the government, I didn’t see any reason to pay attention to this particular case. In fact, I couldn’t quite grasp why the journalists were acting as if the Bastille were about to be re-stormed.


I rolled myself a cigarette. I thought about Camilla Barchester. She had begged me to hurry with her bicycle, had promised to be there by noon to retrieve it. Today this struck me as yet another offense, another piece of evidence that the cards were always and would forever be stacked against me.


 


That afternoon, not a client in sight, no more repairs to attend to, I was seated in the comfortable chair I had tucked away at the back of the workshop, reading. Rabbit Angstrom was just about to croak on the basketball court when the Tibetan chimes chimed.


“Sorry I’m late,” she said breathlessly.


“No problem,” I mumbled, though her arrival at the climax of the story—of the entire saga—was no longer welcome.


“I really am sorry,” she repeated.


Camilla Barchester was tall with very fair skin and light brown hair that fell in loose curls past her shoulders. Pretty in that English sort of way. Confident too, in her manner of speaking. I could tell that she was what my mother would call a nice girl, from a good family. It was partly her accent, partly her perfect nose and soft but unflinching blue eyes that had no bone to pick with the world they looked out on.


“Here’s the bicycle,” I said.


“Brilliant,” she answered in those rounded, flutey tones of the upper-middle class, and I refrained from asking, despite my general irritation, why the English find everything brilliant and why all girls seem to be called Camilla. She walked around the front wheel. “It looks great. Jean’s mother should be pleased.”


“Do you know the combination to the lock?” I asked, feeling unsteady in my rusty English. At that time in my life, weeks could go by when I wouldn’t speak it, and mother tongue or not, disuse made the words roll around in my mouth, turning uncomfortable somersaults before tumbling forth.


“I have no idea what it is,” she said.


“This one won’t help you much anyway,” I added, pulling at the flimsy coiled wire. “I’ll cut it off, if you want.”


Camilla Barchester hesitated at my simple question with its multiple implications. I saw that it addressed a tentative place at the edge of this Jean-person’s family circle and her right to make decisions from that edge. After a moment she said, with a dismissive wave of her hand: “No, just leave it. I’ll buy another one. The cheapest you’ve got.”


After she’d paid, I wheeled the bicycle outside and set her off in the right direction. I watched her go, thinking that I liked the idea of an English girl. Especially a pretty one who buys cheap locks, indicating a short stay in Paris. An interlude of fun and games before she heads back to England and gets down to the serious business of finding a (nice) English husband. Except for damn Jean, she embodied the perfect confluence of criteria for what I will call a Casual.


My life, though ordered and narrow and frequently plagued by prolonged bouts of What’s-the-pointism, did have its distractions. I am, after all, a man, and one blessed with a face not unattractive to women, despite its being attached to a bicycle shop. While the general picture is pleasing enough, it is my mouth, tending to tightness, that clinched the deal every time. I looked as if I suffered, and women, I had discovered, generally melted at the sight of a male in emotional pain, a man who had perhaps not quite achieved his full human potential. They thought we could talk, that they could save me.


At that particular time, I had two Casuals. One was Paulina, a Brazilian photographer whom I’d met through an old acquaintance. The other was Jennifer, a Canadian dancer. I did not consider having more than one woman cavalier, much less immoral, because I was honest with them right from the start about the conditions of our arrangement, that is, I was not interested in anything but the stated Casual Relationship that included no exclusivity clause. Furthermore, any attempt to attach strings would be met with scissors.


Of course, this strategy didn’t always work as well in practice as it did in theory. There were those who at first accepted the rules of the game, then became impatient with, intolerant of them. They would want more. They would try on strings for size. And just as I had promised at the start, that would be it. Snip, snip, over. There were times, too, when I would feel myself slipping, losing my own firm footing on the solid rock of independence. But that was one of the advantages of multiplicity. In the case of growing affection, I would lean more heavily on another, until I regained my equilibrium. Because I was convinced that love was not and never would be my line of work.


Luckily I never had much trouble replenishing the stocks. Besides a loose group of people from my past, I had the active social life of my brother Edward and his wife Stephanie. Though I didn’t think much of my brother, his wife was, to my critical eyes, a goddess. They often asked me to caulk up a hole around the table at one of their many expat dinner parties, and it was like fishing in an overstocked pond. There were always a few women who, like the fair-skinned Camilla, were in Paris for Adventure. Who were ready to throw caution to the wind. Generally they were on post-collegiate binges, final flings before settling down to real jobs in real places like Chicago or St. Louis or Detroit. The few who had come with more serious motives, like making Paris home, I steered well clear of.


But I did make it a point never to steal a woman from another man. Therefore, with all my scruples intact, I silently watched Camilla Barchester disappear around the corner, on her way back down the hill, to short-term Jean.




TWO


ONE SUNDAY A month my mother, Helen Stanford McFarquhar Harcourt-Laporte, produced and directed The Family Lunch. Family being, at this stage: my mother and myself, Edward and Stephanie, and their three children. And, much as I still wished otherwise, my stepfather, Edmond Harcourt-Laporte.


Each lunch followed the same story line. Edward, Stephanie, and children would arrive at twelve thirty for a drink. After closing Mélo-Vélo early, I would arrive about one. As a concession to my late arrival, lunch would be served at 1:20. We were always walking out the door by three, give or take the five minutes it often took to find a child’s lost shoe or toy.


My pleasure in attending these meals was perverse. They allowed me to observe my unenlightened family’s bourgeois rituals with scornful amusement or anthropological curiosity, depending on my mood. Because I of course had successfully left all that behind by becoming a bicycle-shop owner on the rue des Martyrs.


Sunday mornings were the busiest time at the shop, since weekend touring cyclists were my main customers. But the morning before October’s Family Lunch was eerily quiet. Except for a quick and dirty repair on a chain, I had nothing to do but sit and contemplate the emptiness and remember the halcyon days when I was just an employee, when the shop belonged to Nigel Jones. The days when Mélo-Vélo, Nigel’s 1970’s conflation of mélomane (music lover), with bicycle (vélo), had been a hub for English and American expats under thirty, a lively, happening kind of place.


A few years after I’d started working for him, Nigel, an overweight, semi-alcoholic chain-smoker, dropped dead from a heart attack at the tender age of forty-four. His only family being a mother in Wales, he had decided, without telling me, to leave the lease for the shop in my name. Since I was actively seeking the route of least responsibility, I did not view this legacy as a favor. In fact, I’d wanted to sell straight away. Partly out of respect for Nigel’s wishes but mostly out of inertia, I didn’t. I held on.


Since his death seven years earlier, it had been a steady downhill ride, during which I’d made no attempt to change course. I liked to say I was a shop owner. It was the doing I found less appealing. Tinkering with bikes was okay, but I could hardly call it a passion. As for salesmanship, I actively disliked it and did not connect with the customers, much less try to encourage new ones. I had changed nothing, from the paint on the walls to the manual cash register, and the place was a little tired around the edges, to say the least.


Closing early, I pulled down the orange metal grille on Mélo-Vélo, winced at its clatter, and gave my obligatory nod to the Sacré Coeur. I had identified closely with this architectural outlier since first spotting it on the horizon at age nine. With its beehive domes it looked as if it belonged on another continent. Like me. Later I saw a deeper meaning: the two larger cupolas represented my parents, the three smaller ones the three children. I identified too with its stone that changes color according to the light. Today, cold and grey, it looked like wet concrete. I wondered why I’d bothered to lug my camera along.


In comparison, the street to the left looked prosaic and provincial as the late shoppers rushed to fill their baskets before the apples and lettuces were packed away. It was hard to imagine the street had once been a Greco-Roman thoroughfare. It was even harder to imagine Saint Denis, first bishop of Paris, with his two pals Rustique and Eleuthère, freshly decapitated, walking up the road, carrying their heads in their hands. But that’s what the legend says, that the three martyrs-in-the-making walked up this street and past Montmartre, a full six kilometers, until they dropped at the site of what’s now the Basilica of Saint Denis, burial place to the kings of France.


The métro was conveniently on the same Porte de la Chapelle–Mairie d’Issy line as my mother and stepfather and even my brother. In fact, it was the same line that I’d taken to school, first with Edward and my mother or Lisette the housekeeper, and later by myself, almost every day of my Paris youth. By that measure, I hadn’t actually moved very far away, but as I emerged from the rue du Bac station that day, the contrast with the rue des Martyrs was stark.


Here in the 7ème arrondissement on a Sunday, most of the residents had fled the city for their country houses. Of those who remained, not one ugly, unkempt person was in sight. In the faubourg Saint Germain, the less well-endowed physically could afford to cover up unfortunate features and the ravages of time with cashmere, hair dye, and plastic surgery. The grandeur carried over to the architecture: Haussmann resplendence on the boulevards and eighteenth-century stateliness in the back streets, where hôtels particuliers had housed the old, old aristocrats, the ones dubbed by a king, before Napoleonic upstarts began nudging into the nobility with their pushy, bourgeois ways. The hôtels still stood, but over the centuries many had been taken over by the government and transformed into ministries, thereby assuring their survival and lending a regal aspect to their bureaucracy that the French alternately love and hate.


Some families, however, had held on, and it was in just such an eighteenth-century building that I had spent the bulk of my childhood. My stepfather’s father, who was not an aristocrat but the banker for one, had bought an apartment in a hôtel particulier from the duc de Coursault after the war, when money was scarce and help was needed to keep the place up. By the time my mother, Edward, and I arrived on the scene, Edmond’s parents were dead and he was living in its spacious rooms all alone.


For as long as I could remember, nothing at the rue de Verneuil had changed, not even the code on the grand door giving access to the courtyard: B1207, birthday of the now-defunct duc’s long-dead horse. Inside, under the porte-cochère was the concierge’s loge, where for the last thirty years, Monsieur and Madame Morales had been the building’s gardiens. Heavy, uneven paving stones still bumped across the courtyard, and the doors to the former coach houses, now garages, still sagged slightly. Even some of the potted plants and shrubs that dotted the edges seemed to have been there forever.


And on the left, attached to the wall, was my mother’s bicycle, the one bought the only time she had ventured up to the rue des Martyrs, not long after I’d taken over Mélo-Vélo. She’d chosen a secondhand Raleigh with three gears. “There aren’t many hills in the 7th,” she’d said with an embarrassed shrug, “and I like its sturdy English look.” Then, feeling guilty for not choosing something more expensive, she’d insisted on buying multiple accessories: a basket and luggage rack, a rearview mirror, and—despite my assurances that such a high level of security for a rusting, used heap of metal was unnecessarily cautious—an expensive, indestructible Kryptonite lock.


Our building, with its long windows and smooth façade, stood at the back of the courtyard. I took the steps of the wide stone staircase two by two and pressed the polished brass doorbell, next to which the letters “H-L” were discreetly printed. From the other side of the reinforced door, I could hear the flat soles of my mother’s shoes slapping over the wide herringbone parquet.


“Hello, T,” she said, opening the door and offering up each of her downy cheeks to me for a kiss. “You’re here a little earlier than usual. Would you like a quick something?” Though she had lived in Paris for thirty years, Helen Stanford no-longer-McFarquhar Harcourt-Laporte had retained much of the Wall Street lawyer’s daughter. The “quick something” of a Long Island cocktail party, the steady, slightly splayed step, and the good bone structure of well-established New York society.


“I just need to wash my hands,” I said, holding them up. “I didn’t quite get all the grease off.”


Her eyes fluttered, almost imperceptibly. “All right,” she said stoically before turning back to the living room and calling in French now: “Trevor is here.”


I walked by the guest WC, with its scalloped bar of rose hip soap in a porcelain dish and its white linen towels, ironed by the fierce hand of Lisette into rigid rectangles, to the pockmarked enamel laundry sink in the pantry, with its solid bar of no-fuss savon de Marseille and a brush.


As I scrubbed, Lisette called from the kitchen: “Trésor, is that you?”


I dried my hands, walking toward her at the stove. She put down the wooden spoon and wiped her hands on the old white apron as she pulled me to her ample bosom. “How’s business?”


“Thriving,” I answered.


“Good, good,” she said, picking up her spoon again. “Lunch is almost ready.”


As a boy I’d spent hours with Lisette in the warm kitchen, sitting on a stool and listening to her chatter as she prepared supper. Over the years she had become plumper and plumper, so that now, with her short, round body, her tripled neck, and bulging eyes, she resembled a pug dog. She was the one person in the house I didn’t want to irritate or disappoint.


With my hands scrubbed, if not spotless, I approached the family circle. Just before I entered, the sun flashed through a crack in the clouds and illuminated the living room. It shot through the old glass cabinet containing some of the boxes my mother collected. My camera was there, on the entry hall table. I grabbed it, pulled off the lens cap, put my eye to the viewfinder, and adjusted the shutter speed, then the aperture, just as the sun disappeared. I pulled the camera from my eye. Missing these moments was like watching the train leave the station while I stood dumbly on the platform. I could regret them for weeks. At least no one had seen me. I laid the camera down quietly.


The living room was a high-ceilinged rectangle with three large windows looking over a garden that belonged to a building on the parallel rue de l’Université. The floor was warped and the oak planks creaked unpredictably, even the parts covered by an expansive Persian carpet. The furniture was a mixture of English and French, mostly antique, but with a few comfortable sofas providing a splash of Americana comfort. And strewn across end tables, laid out in that damn glass cabinet, were the boxes my mother had been collecting since she was married the first time, to my father. She picked up one box on every trip she took. Large and minuscule, round and rectangle, wood and enamel, French and American, even Chinese, they were everywhere.


“Brother,” said Edward as I walked in. “How’s life in the chain store on the hill?”


“Probably better than life in the stock-ades,” I answered.


“That would surprise me,” Edward answered, his arms closing across his chest, glass of white wine in one self-satisfied hand. Everything about my brother suggested success and prosperity, from his quick eyes and cocky smile to his slimly cut tweed jacket with the double vent and the ironed jeans, crease front and back. Mostly European but, like my mother, with some carefully selected American elements: today country shoes from L.L. Bean, to sustain a transatlantic image.


“Though I have to say,” he continued with that slightly foreign accent he cultivated in both French and English, “that since you insist on living like un petit bourgeois, you should at least have considered a boulangerie. Bakers make packets of money and retire to large, ugly houses they build for themselves in the country.”


“They work too hard,” I said. “And I’m not interested in country living.”


I turned my back on him. Really there were times when I wondered what we shared besides a métro line and a mother.


“Hello, Stephanie,” I said as I kissed each of the ever-soslightly hollowed cheeks.


“Trevor, hello.” Her low voice rumbled, purred. Her snug black trousers allowed full appreciation of her long legs and perfectly rounded rump. The green eyes, deeply set into her gingery complexion, smiled back at me. A hand ran through the straight and shiny gold-red hair. Gorgeous.


I turned reluctantly to my stepfather, greeting him in the same chilly, brisk manner I always addressed him. He was my mother’s, not mine, and that was a message I had communicated to him relentlessly over the years, even long after he’d given up trying to win my favor. Edmond Harcourt-Laporte, known to Edward and me as BP, nodded but averted his grey, inscrutable eyes, his aquiline beak. He couldn’t stand the sight of me.


“Time to call the children,” Mother said. It was, of course, exactly 1:20. Stephanie disappeared toward the back of the apartment, where their three children, aged eight, six, and three, were playing in our old bedrooms.


We proceeded across the creaking floor into the dining room next door and the large oval table, laid in its silver and porcelain splendor. The extra leaf was in; this was the first lunch where the children would be joining us, instead of eating in the kitchen. Matthieu and Henri came running in from the back, jumping and howling. Stephanie sauntered in with Caroline, who looked just like her mother.


“Come and sit down, boys,” my mother said steadily above the ruckus. “You know you’re not allowed to behave like wild animals in this house.”


My mother, though allergic to discord, had not wholeheartedly embraced her daughter-in-law. Beautiful though she may have been, Stephanie lacked breeding, an element that in my mother’s eyes was as vital as the air she breathed. Without it, one produced wild, ill-mannered creatures like her own grandchildren. Her role, one might even have called it a crusade, was therefore to care for them regularly and counteract Stephanie’s slack regard for discipline and decorum.


Indeed, the boys did calm down; they were used to bending to Mother’s authority. Caroline stuck close to Stephanie. She was dressed in a skimpy dark skirt. Like her mother’s black trousers, it showed off her long legs nicely.


Lisette made her stout way among the children and adults, with the platters she then placed on the warming tray at the large oak sideboard. She clucked and scolded that the soup would get cold, that the meat would dry out.


“I really think the children would be better off in the kitchen,” said Stephanie to my mother. “It’s what they’re used to.”


“No, no, it’s time that they learned to sit still. To endure adult conversation,” answered my mother. “That’s the way it is here in France.”


So we all sat down at the well-armed table and this first crossgenerational experiment in dining. Under the soup bowl was a flat plate for the main course, always a roast, green vegetable, and potatoes. There were side plates for bread and later cheese and salad. The heavy and ornate silverware, my mother’s grandmother’s, lay gleaming and straight. Two forks on the left, two knives and a soup spoon on the right, and a dessert fork and spoon crossed at the top. Two silver candlesticks, elaborate things with long, loopy arms, waved about over the table. What a production.


“J’aime pas la soupe,” Henri whispered to his father.


“Just eat three bites,” Edward answered, echoing our mother’s litany to us as children. Henri looked to his mother for sympathy, but her face was firmly planted over her own soup bowl. He grimaced and picked up the oversized spoon in his fist.


My mother sighed.


Edward said to him: “No, Henri, not like that.” And he plied the child’s fist from the spoon, adjusting his grip to the polite norm between thumb and forefinger.


“Trevor,” Stephanie looked up suddenly, “do you have any children’s bicycles? Caroline has outgrown that thing I bought for her at the Bon Marché.” While the rest of the adults spoke French at the table, a practice that had begun when we’d first moved in— to help Edward and me learn the language, and out of respect for Edmond—Stephanie spoke and was spoken to in English by everyone except her own children. They went to a French school, the same one Edward and I had attended, and were only exposed to English at home. Though they understood their mother’s tongue, they refused to speak it.


“Maintenant elle est à moi, la bicyclette,” piped in Matthieu as he tossed a proprietary look of triumph at his sister. Just as Caroline looked like her mother, little Matthieu resembled Edward. The curly hair, the confident round face, the light hazel eyes. He had his mother’s freckles, but that was about all.


“I have a few children’s bikes,” I said. All I could concentrate on, with her looking at me, was how utterly beautiful she was. The rounded forehead, the slightly ski-sloped nose, the strong, pointed chin. Those feline eyes.


“Maybe we’ll come up and see sometime.”


“Don’t forget C-h-r-i-s-t-m-a-s is coming soon,” Edward said. His jaw muscles were grinding, always the telltale sign that he was perturbed.


But as we moved onto the main course, a mischievous smile replaced the tense jaw. “What do you shopkeepers think of the new government?” He paused and wiped his mouth on the white cloth napkin. “They’re trying to make it easier for small businesses.”


“That’s what they always claim,” Edmond answered for me. “Then nothing ever changes but the number on an impenetrable form that takes months to fill out.” Politics always got him going, while family matters, from the children’s manners to my aloofness, he left to my mother. “But they’re better than the Socialists, that much I’ll concede. Fourteen years of Emperor Mitterrand would have ruined us, if he hadn’t done a complete turnaround two years into office. Fortunately for the country, all he really cared about was his own grip on power.”


“At least the Juppé government is addressing the social security issue,” said Edward. “It’s scandalous, these régimes spéciaux where train drivers and other state employees can retire at fifty or fifty-five. Before long, no one will have to work at all.”


“Whatever his plans, the prime minister is an egghead,” I said. “As a well-trained bureaucrat, everything he does looks fine on paper, but it won’t work in practice. BP is right about small businesses.” I threw a look his way. From time to time, I still liked to toss him a bone, make him believe we were on the same side. “You know that no French worker has ever given up one single acquired right, and why should he? The whole system is based on the battle between the haves and the have-nots. The elite looks out for its own, and the rest of the population scrabbles for whatever it can get through confrontation.” I paused, irritated at my brother’s silence. “If the people had more real power . . .”


Bingo.


“More power!” He lifted his quick and springy frame slightly from his cushioned chair. Though not quite as tall as his wife, he was just as athletic. “Every time a reform is proposed, your dear workers take to the streets, and after two days, the government has conceded and given them everything they want. If that’s not power, I don’t know what is.” He pointed angrily at no one in particular. “I say fire them. Then they’ll have something to demonstrate about.”


Mother cleared her throat and began sawing vigorously at her meat.


“It is true,” she said, “that in this neighborhood, with all those ministries, there are so many demonstrations, it’s hard to keep track of who the people are and what exactly it is that they’re complaining about. I try and ignore them.”


“They’re like spoiled children,” Edward said haughtily.


“If that’s the analogy you want to draw,” I answered, trying to control my voice. He too knew exactly which buttons to press. “If you insist on portraying the workers as childish and spoiled, then I’d say the grown-up leaders are decadent, irresponsible, selfish, and ergo, unfit parents.”


“The point is,” Edmond said calmly, “change in France always occurs through conflict.” Mother looked at him gratefully for intervening. “In many ways, nothing has changed since well before Louis the sixteenth lost his head. The titles have evolved, but the dynamic has remained the same: instead of a king, we have a regal president. Instead of a ruling aristocracy in the king’s court, we have bureaucrats, the highest achievers in the country, running the place. And meanwhile, the people form their own impenetrable factions.” As so often with Edmond, on abstract issues he got right to the point, straight to the heart of the matter. Even I, the only family member who voted Socialist, had to agree with him here.


By now, little Henri had finished his potatoes. The meat and beans sat cut and untouched on his plate, and any proud pleasure he may have felt at sitting with the grown-ups was long gone. He had descended from his chair and was rearranging the large reference books that had been used to raise his stature at the table. And he was doing it ever more loudly. “Come sit on my knee, Henri,” Mother said to him. He obeyed immediately, settling into the crook of her arm and inserting his thumb firmly in his mouth.


“Has anyone seen the Cézanne exhibit?” she went on.


“I have,” Stephanie piped up. “It was too crowded and disorganized. I could hardly see the paintings. They really do a better job of logistics at the Met.”


“I dow-n’t know about zat,” said BP in his heavily accented English, but one that had been influenced by English-English. “Last ti-me I was z’ere, I ’ad to wa-it twinty minutes to recuperate my coat.” Every meal, you could count on it. Stephanie would make an anti-French remark, and she would be immediately contradicted. I felt sorry for her. The French drove her crazy. Her mastery of the language was halting and her accent atrocious in a family that slipped from one tongue to another with amphibian ease.


And so the meal see-sawed on, through the cheese and salad, into the lemon meringue tart. After art, the subject tipped to films. Edward and Stephanie began to disagree heatedly about Ken Loach’s Land and Freedom. Stephanie loved it; Edward hated it. Mother and Edmond hadn’t heard of either film or director. Loach was too gritty and working class a director for their tastes, Edward’s obviously too. Mother changed the subject to Princess Di, who was promising to tell all on television. Stephanie had an opinion on that too. So Mother turned to the house on Long Island, where we spent our summer holidays, where she and Edmond still went every August. She wondered aloud if now weren’t the right time to sell, but since she’d been asking the same question regularly for the last ten years, Edward and I got up to help Lisette clear the table. The children had been released as the Camembert was making its rounds. My mother judged their presence a success. No one else cared to comment.


Right on schedule, just before three, Lisette arrived with a large jug of freshly squeezed orange juice. It was the sign that The Family Lunch was drawing to a close. Mother had adopted this French trick and had been using it on her dinner guests for as long as I could remember. Once we’d grown up, she simply carried the ritual over to us, dispensing with her family just as casually as she did friends and acquaintances. Which today was particularly fine by me. She had recently imported the American phobia for smoking and banned it in her house. Possibly it was just a way to avoid the pain I incited by rolling my own. In any case, I was dying for a cigarette.


As Edward helped little Henri with his coat, he tugged too hard, and the child started to cry. It added to an existing tension in the air that I could not quite identify. Earlier I had attributed it to the children’s presence at the table, but that should have dissipated. It was Edward. He had seemed edgy and preoccupied all through lunch. It was unlike him to be impatient with his children. Then Stephanie, who was always slightly peevish at the rue de Verneuil, sent us looking for Matthieu’s sweatshirt, and I forgot about it.


In the courtyard we ran into Antoine de Coursault, his wife Chantal, and their children. He and Edward had been classmates and friends since early childhood. Antoine and Chantal also lived in the building, having moved from the smaller apartment under the eaves into his grandparents’ much larger flat when they’d had their third child. Number four, it appeared, was well en route, but that was to be expected. Anything less in this neighborhood was substandard, as I had keenly felt while growing up, when it had been just my brother and me, five years apart, like two gaping teeth. Childbearing was still viewed as a competitive sport down here in the 7ème arrondissement, and this was one game Edward and Stephanie would have trouble winning.


As I was thus musing, the procreators planned a walk to the Tuileries gardens. On the street, Antoine turned to me: “Do you want to join us? I haven’t seen you in an age.” He had an ingenuous smile and blue eyes that reminded me of Camilla Barchester’s in their candor. Even if I could never think of anything to say to him, it was impossible to dislike him.


“Trevor can’t stay down here for more than three hours or he turns into a pumpkin,” said Edward.


“Says the pumpkin’s brother,” I answered. “Maybe another time.” I looked at Stephanie, and she looked uncomfortable with Chantal, who was the daughter—of course one always knew these things—of a count and countess. She had a maiden name that flung back several centuries and strung across a whole line of text. For all her husband’s natural friendliness, she was a small-hearted snob who would have disapproved of Stephanie even more than Mother did. I wondered, since I only got invited to their expat dinners, how she fared in Edward’s Paris world, with her halting French and brash American opinions.


Outside the building, they turned right to cross the bridge, and I turned left to walk off lunch another way home.


Home, I toss out lightly.


This short word has multiple implications, can be, has been, the source of countless questions and complications in my life.


Does it mean, for example, my ur-home, New York, where I was born to Gordon and Helen McFarquhar? My memories from that time are circumscribed to our Upper East Side apartment and my school, with snatches of Central Park in between. But didn’t it leave deeper marks on my psyche than those in my conscious mind? In writing these lines, I have remembered my father, bent over his desk, grading papers or, briefcase in hand, about to leave for the university, where he was an assistant professor of English literature. I remember my mother crying over the chopping board, while I remained unconvinced that the culprit was the onion. Or with a book. So often with a book and I’d have to poke her shoulder to get her attention.


What about the house in Connecticut, where we spent weekends and the long holidays of an academic? It was there that both my sister and my father were violently removed from the picture. Those two deaths, occurring when I was six and seven years old, were, are, and will always be the cornerstones of my existence, the bricks and mortar of what make up me. Doesn’t that, on some level, constitute home?


Throughout my childhood, I certainly insisted that the United States of America was where I belonged. I proclaimed, ad nauseum, to anyone who would listen, that the second I had my Baccalauréat in hand, I’d be on the plane, gone for good. For good, it turned out, only lasted the nine months of a freshman year at the small American college in the middle of nowhere that I’d insisted on attending. After a month with my ice hockey roommate Brett Bourne and a couple of fraternity parties, I’d already started charting my flight back.


So what about France, Paris, the rue de Verneuil, where I lived from eight to eighteen? Officially the flat belonged to BP, the man Mother inflicted on us not long after she dragged us to this foreign country, simply, from what I could tell, because she’d studied French and had spent a “fun” year in Paris. He certainly solved, and too quickly to my mind, all her single-motherly problems. She also inflicted the name on us. BP, short for Beau-Père, stepfather, and a constant source of embarrassment and irritation. The initials sounded—still sound—stupid, and I avoided using them whenever possible. Besides, he was anything but beau to me. I never tired of reinventing his name: Bird Poop, Bat Puke, Bug Piss. Later, once my French had caught up with my English, there was Boudin Puant, Bâtard Pusillanime, Babouin Pustulleux. Et cetera. Though his only real sin was not being my father, for that I could not forgive Edmond Harcourt-Laporte.


The rue de Verneuil had too many complicated associations for me to call it home.


That left me with the rue des Martyrs, which like St. Denis, I was now climbing. Intact in body if not in soul.




THREE


YOU MAY BE wondering why I was so antagonistic to those perfectly pleasant people in the last chapter, my family. Well, it all comes back to those two deaths. The first occurred when my sister, four years old, was walking down a narrow sidewalk in the town near our Connecticut house. She pulled away from the hand that held her, jumped one little step to the side, and was run over by a car, flattened like paper. A year later my father fell to his death from the roof of our house while trying, it was said, to fix the television antenna.


Actually, it wasn’t really said, and that was the problem. I did not discuss either of these events with any member of my family. Not with Edward, who was too young to remember, and not with my mother, who obviously did. As a result, it was as if they—and therefore our previous life—had never existed. It’s fair to say that I never asked, but that wall of silence was too thick, too high. This meant that all the thoughts, all the feelings, all the half-remembered things stayed trapped in my brain. Like birds in an overcrowded cage, they flapped wing against wing with nowhere to go. The outward manifestation of this imprisonment was antagonism.


So why, you might then logically wonder, did I bother to see them at all? My chosen path of least resistance? An addiction to displeasure and perversity? An insatiable desire to antagonize those whom I resented?


Late one afternoon the week following the family lunch, while I was changing the crumpled back wheel on a racing bicycle, the Tibetan chimes knocked together. I had just removed the free-wheel from its axle. I stuck my head around the corner of the workshop, free-wheel in one hand, free-wheel remover in the other. There was my sister-in-law standing just inside the door. She wore an off-white jacket with a belt tied tightly around her thin waist. Her hands were in her pockets, and she looked like a model about to take off down the catwalk.


“Stephanie,” I said, putting down the equipment and wiping my hands on a rag. “What are you doing here?” We kissed.


“Don’t you remember? I wanted to see your children’s bicycles.”


“Right,” I said. “Has Edward sent you up here so he won’t have to ruin his weekend?”


She smiled her big smile, the one that made her full lips part, exposing a line of teeth, perfect but for a slight crowding of the two incisors. That smile turned her large mouth into a slice of ripe fruit. “No, no. I’m here of my own volition. Christmas isn’t far away.” She put her hand on the saddle of the bicycle she was standing next to. “So show me what you’ve got.”


I pointed toward the only two children’s models I had, on a platform at the side. “I’m afraid this is it.”


She pointed at the flashier one and said: “This one looks fine.” Then her eyes moved around the room.


“Not what you expected?” I asked.


“No, not really,” she said. “I was expecting something a little less crowded. Something, I don’t know. Sharper? It looks a bit dated, even for a bicycle shop.”


“Since I inherited this place from Nigel Jones, ‘a slobby Brit,’ as he called himself, I haven’t done anything but keep it open. So it still carries his distinctive early seventies’ mark.”


“Which explains the orange peace-and-lovey sign outside?”


I nodded. “And the Tibetan chimes over the door.”


“That’s incredible,” she said, looking indeed as if she didn’t believe me. “You’ve never repainted or even rearranged?”


“Nope,” I said.


“Why?”


“Because I feel like I’m just passing through. Like the place really still belongs to Nigel Jones.”


“But he’s dead. And you’ve been here for years, haven’t you?”


“Ten.” I nodded. “Seven since Nigel died.”


“Wouldn’t you call that a bit more than ‘passing through’?”


“I don’t know,” I said.


She shook her head in disbelief. “Well, before you get completely swallowed up in this time warp, would you like to go for a drink? Since I came all the way up here?”


“Sure,” I said. “But what about the bicycle?”


“I told you. This one.”


I waited for her to ask about price or readiness or something, but she kept looking around. “Have you got your car?”


“No,” she said hesitantly.


“Then how are you going to get it home?”


“Good question,” she said. “I hadn’t thought about that.” Then she brightened: “You could come to dinner a week from Saturday. And deliver it, if you wouldn’t mind?”


“I guess so.” I shrugged.


“Perfect.” She smiled. “Now let’s get you out of here. I have to say it’s a little creepy.”


“Let me just wash my hands.”


As I stood at the sink at the back, scrubbing the resistant grease, I wondered what this was all about. Christmas was still six weeks away. Why hadn’t she come by car, instead of expecting me to schlep it over there on the métro in ten days’ time?


It was almost dark as we walked up the hill. The Sacré Coeur had not yet been lit, and it loomed like a large cloud on the horizon. I decided not to take her to the Rendez-Vous, where Jean-Jacques would subsequently pepper me with questions.


“Sorry about the ambiance,” I said as we walked in. “My neighborhood’s not long on beauty and charm.”


“That’s okay,” she answered, pulling her long arms out of the off-white jacket, exposing a pale-blue cashmere sweater. “Though it’s true that when I came up from the métro, it almost seemed like another city.” She sat back in her chair and ran her large hands over the top of her head, smoothing loose strands.


“Paris is lots of different cities,” I answered. “Like any metropolis, I guess.”


“I confess I haven’t done much exploring. Too busy having babies.” She shook her head and sighed. “When I do get out, it’s never beyond the center. You know, to the cinema or an exhibition. Except when I take the car to go riding or play tennis, but that’s outside of town completely. I should be more adventurous, not fritter my life away on culture and sports.”


The waiter came to take our order. He was as brusque and unpleasant as the café itself. I ordered a beer, Stephanie a kir.


She was tapping her strong fingers, one after another, lightly on the table. Usually she wore a great rock of a diamond. Today there was only the gold wedding band, so slight it looked as if it would break if she pulled too hard on the reins. “Where do you ride?” I asked.


“Maison-Lafitte. The stable is pretty good, and I can ride in the woods too. I try to get out there twice a week.” Then, abruptly crossing her arms on the table and leaning forward toward me with those intense green eyes set back on either side of her finely freckled nose, she said: “Were you and Edward ever close?”
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